Environmental risk factors in multiple sclerosis.
Multiple sclerosis (MS) likely results from an interaction between genetic and exogenous factors. While genetics shapes the overall population MS susceptibility, observed epidemiological patterns strongly suggest a role for the environment in disease initiation and modulation. Findings from studies on seasonality in MS patients' birth, disease onset and exacerbations, as well as apparent temporal trends in incidence and gender ratio support an influential effect of viruses, metabolic and lifestyle factors on MS risk. Epstein-Barr virus, vitamin D status, and smoking are factors that may explain such epidemiological patterns. Further epidemiological investigations are encouraged and opportunities to use data from existing cohort studies as well as the design of new studies should be pursued. In particular, the development of new large multicentre population-based case-control studies which incorporate the study of the role of environment and genetics, including epigenetic mechanisms, in determining MS risk is proposed.